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ABSTRACT 



The objective of a graduate course at North Dakota State 
University was to move students beyond a prescriptive approach for conducting 
qualitative research to a holistic consideration of the ethical dimensions 
involved in qualitative methods. Successive discussions allowed students the 
opportunity to fully consider ethics in a multi-faceted framework, rather 
than relegate ethics to a superimposed criterion. The team- taught graduate 
seminar focused on three elements: a survey of qualitative methods for 
analyzing organizational communication; an experiential learning project 
involving a communication audit at a large hospital; and a detailed 
discussion of ethical considerations in organizational communication. This 
multi-faceted approach enabled the teaching of methodologies in an applied 
dimension; the applied nature made ethics an integral component of the 
students' learning. A discussion of ethical concepts and issues was a major 
component of every class session. Students were required to discuss the 
ethics surrounding each decision they made when selecting and applying the 
research methods they used in the hospital audit . Students were asked to 
defend the ethics of their decisions in a final paper and two exams. 
Ultimately, the students were able to compose and present a detailed and 
conscientious communication to the senior management of the hospital . (NKA) 
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Introduction 



Our mission in this course was to move students beyond a 
prescriptive approach for conducting qualitative research to a 
holistic consideration of the ethical dimensions involved in 
qualitative methods. We enlarged the scope of the seminar to 
include continuous reflection of the ethical dimensions in an 
organizational communication audit. We included successive 
discussions of ethics in relation to research preparation, treatment 
subjects, and reporting of data. These discussions allowed 
students the opportunity to fully consider ethics in a multi-faceted 
framework, rather than relegate ethics to a superimposed criterioh. 



& 



O 




Our goal was not only to place ethical considerations into the 
students' thoughts, but make the concept of ethics the underlyinq 
principle guiding the students' efforts in an experiential setting 
Seminar objectives required students to construct logical arguments 
and to provide a rationale for the methodological objectives 
selected in the organizational audit. Pursuing this pedagogical focus 

propelled students to actually “do” ethics rather than merely “have” 
ethics (Postman, 1995). 
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Description of Project 



A 



In the spring of 1998, we team-taught a graduate seminar entitled 
“Qualitative Research Methods in Organizations.” The course focused 
on three elements: a) a survey of qualitative methods for analyzing 

organizational communication; b) an experiential learning project 
involving a communication audit at a large hospital; c) a detailed 
discussion of ethical considerations in organizational 
communication. We chose this multi-faceted approach to the course 
because it enabled us to teach the methodologies in an applied 
dimension. The applied nature made ethics an integral component of 
the students’ learning. A discussion of relevant ethical concepts and 
issues was a major component of every class session. Students 
were required to discuss the ethics surrounding each decision they 
made when selecting and applying the research methods they used in 
the hospital audit. Moreover, the students were asked to defend the 
ethics of their decisions in a final paper and on two exams. 

Ultimately, the students were able to compose and present a 
detailed and conscientious communication to the senior management 
of the hospital. 



Objectives 

The department of communication at North Dakota State University 
has established three general criteria for graduate students. In 
their written work, students are expected to meet the following 
objectives: a) students are able to generate an argument; b) 

students are able to provide examples or data to support their 
claims; c) students will make accurate use of the theory or concept. 

For our methods/ethics seminar, the these objectives were adapted 
as follows: 

Objective I: Students will be able to generate an argument 

regarding use of methodology that includes 
relevant ethical considerations. 

Objective II: Students will be able to provide examples from 

their experiential project, related to ethics and 
methodology, to support their claims. 
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Objective III: 



Students will be able to make accurate 
applications of concepts from ethics and 
methodological approaches when discussing the 
experiential project. 

Outcomes 

Our discussion of the course outcomes focuses on three 
perspectives: a) the student evaluations; b) instructors’ evaluation 

of the students’ work; and c) the hospital administration’s 
assessment of the students’ performance. 

Student Evaluations 

The student evaluations for the course were generally positive. A 
total of 13 students completed the course. In the area instruction, 

12 of the 13 students rated the instruction as “good” or “very good.” 
One student indicated that the instruction was in “between good and 
poor.” All of the students indicated that the quality of the course 
was either “good” or “very good.” Again, all of the students 
indicated that they ended the semester with a “good” or “very good” 
understanding of the courses content. 

The students’ open-ended responses also indicated that they were 
satisfied with the approach taken in class. Students were given an 
opportunity to write about what they felt went well in the class and 
what they felt needed improvement. Eleven of the students 
mentioned that the experiential learning opportunity made this 
course stand out among others as an opportunity to apply their 
knowledge. Several indicated that the course would enhance their 
career goals. Two students indicated that they were frustrated with 
the pace of the class. They felt the experiential project caused the 
class to move more slowly than they thought was appropriate. Six 
students mentioned that the ethics content made learning the 
methods more relevant to their daily lives. Only one student offered 
a negative reaction to the ethics content. That student indicated 
that s/he felt the ethics content did not fit her/his expectations for 
the course. 
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Instructors* Evaluation of Student Work 



Course examinations asked the students to explain applications of 
each methodology while accounting for ethical issues. Students 
completed two examinations. The findings for each criteria are 
listed below; 

Objective I (Argument): The first objective focused on the students’ 
ability to write an argument that took both method and ethics into 
account. Our assessment indicated that all of the students were 
able to do so. The most common ethical consideration emphasized by 
our students focused on the stakeholder model of organizational 
ethics. Students were able to identify the ways in which their 
experience had an impact upon the diverse audience at the hospital. 

The students focused on several other ethical perspectives as well. 
More than half of the students addressed the ethics associated with 
change. Since the hospital they studied was undergoing a 
reorganization, change was a relevant focus. The students were able 
to address a variety of ethical questions involving the changes they 
studied. A third of the students generated arguments focusing on 
ethical questions associated with the hospital’s advertising. The 
students were able to assess the degree to which the organization’s 
advertising represented the experiences of the employees. 

Objective II (ExamolesT The second objective concentrated on the 
students’ ability to provide examples addressing the ethical as well 
as methodological issues in their experience. The students’ 
reflection on their project produced a variety of examples. Since 
the students were divided among five different components of the 
hospital, the examples varied widely. Still, the students were able 
to provide congruous ethical examples. 

Although the students shared many examples from their specific 
areas of analysis, they were also able to relate them to the overall 
goal of the project. For example, one group of students analyzed the 
communication in the hospital’s clinics. Another group analyzed 
communication among employees in the hospital’s surgical wing. 

Both groups were able to frame their examples in terms of the 
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hospital’s overall goal of conveying an image of a united system to 
the public. 

Objective III (Accuracy: The third objective emphasized the degree 
to which students were able to make accurate use of ethical 
theories addressed in the class. Although all of the students were 
able to make accurate use of the theories, some were more 
sophisticated in their explanations than others. For example, all of 
the students were able to see the relevance of Stakeholder theory to 
the project. On the most basic level, students focused on the 
diverse factions of hospital employees. On a more complex level, for 
example, students were able to address the relevance of public 
relations to the hospital’s multifaceted groups both inside and 
outside the hospital’s boundaries. Ethical issues ranging from 
corporate ownership residing outside the state, reduced care options 
for local residents, and the option of unionizing nurses were 
addressed by half of the students. These issues were not mentioned 
by the remaining half of the students when they discussed the 
Stakeholder perspective-despite the discussion of these issues 
during debriefing sessions in the class. 

Hospital Administration’s Assessment 

The students’ communication audit project was coordinated within 
the hospital by the director of one its departments. This individual 
has an advanced degree in communication. Hence, this individual 
(the director) was able to evaluate the students’ work on a 
sophisticated level. The director evaluated the students’ audit 
according to its accuracy in the use of communication theory, the 
use of evidence to support the claims made, and the clarity and 
relevance of the conclusions provided. For all three criteria, the 
director was asked to also consider the students’ ability to make 
appropriate consideration of the ethics surrounding the study. 

Criteria I (Accuracy): The director indicated that the students 

exceeded her/his expectations for applying relevant theoretical 
concepts in the study. The director indicated that the students’ use 
of methodology was appropriate from both procedural and ethical 
perspectives. 
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Criteria II CEvidence^: The director complimented the students for 

the variety of examples they provided to support their claims. The 
director noted that the students included data and examples from all 
components of the organization. In doing so, the director said that 
the students were able to provide a balanced view of the 
organization. This balanced view resulted in a report that 
considered the needs of the many stakeholders involved in the study. 

Criteria III (Conclusions’): The director found that the conclusions 
and recommendations written by the students were practical. The 
director indicated that several of the recommendations were 
addressed by the hospital within days after the report received. As 
such, the students met the director’s expectations for providing 
clear and relevant conclusions. Although the director did not 
specifically mention the ethical implications of the students’ 
conclusions her response, she implied that the students met her 
expectations for being sensitive to ethical considerations when 
forming conclusions for a communication audit. 

Conclusion 

Our course objectives were successfully met as evidenced by the 
triangulation of evaluation material. For the most part, students 
were able to follow the course objectives we outlined prior to 
engaging in the organizational audit. Although some students 
displayed impatience with the pace of the material presented, most 
students were interested in the project and able to investigate and 
apply ethical considerations in a multi-faceted framework. 

There are two clear issues for future instructors to consider based 
on our experience. One, the students in this experimental activity 
effectively brought ethics to the fore in their discussions, 
evaluations, and research methodologies. Secondly, and as a result 
of these outcomes, there is clear opportunity to weave ethical 
considerations into the students’ ideological fabric through 
experiential learning. 
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Recommendations 



1. Instructors should strongly consider providing some form of 
applied experience for students to enact the ethical considerations 
they are constructing in their own ideological framework. Because 
of the situational nature of ethics, the instructor must prepare to 
deliver frequent feedback and direction to student responses and 
questions. Requiring continued rationalization by students will 
begin to move ethics from a post hoc consideration to a driving 
ideological presence. 

2. Instructors need to enlarge the discussion of ethics beyond a 
black and white description of acceptable versus unacceptable 
behaviors that guide research activity. It is imperative, in the 
consideration of ethics, for the researcher to engage in a full 
consideration of individual values, social values. Stakeholder values, 
and organizational values (Seeger, 1997). 

3. When designing their courses, instructors are advised to carefully 
consider the timing of the discussions in relation to the applied 
experience. When dealing with human subjects, it is crucial to 
introduce students to ethical considerations before the project 
begins, rather than facilitating an on-going or retrospective 
pedagogical format. 

References 

Postman, N. (1995). The end of education. New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf. 

Seeger, M. (1997). Ethics and organizational communication. 
Cresskill, NJ: Hampton Press, Inc. 



8 

o 

ERIC 



7 



>-W;oivl4 you like to 




put your paper in ERIC? Please send us a clean, 



U.S. Department of Education 

Office of Educational Research and Improvement (OERI) 
National Library of Education (NLE) 

Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) 

REPRODUCTION RELEASE 



dark copy! 










(Specific Document) 



I. DOCUMENT IDENTIFICATION: 



Title-Paper presented at the 1998 NCA Convention (New York City) 


Author(s): 


^ A doCA.W^(> ^ ^ 




Corporate Sc^urees, ^ 


1 Qr'My ^ 


^ e, (a . -/y 

.... 


Publication Date; 
November 20-24, 1998 






In order to disseminate as widely as possible timely and significant materials of interest to the educational community, documents announced in the 
monthly abstract journal of the ERIC system, Resources in Educstion (RIE), are usually made available to users in microfiche, reproduced paper copy, 
and electronic media, and sold through the ERIC Document Reproduction Service (EDRS). Credit is given to the source of each document, and, if 
reproduction release is granted, one of the following notices is affixed to the document. 

If permission Is granted to reproduce and disseminate the identified document, please CHECK ONE of the following three options and sign at the bottom 
of the page. 



The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 1 documents 


The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 2A documents 


The sample sticker shown below will be 
affixed to all Level 26 documents 


PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL HAS 
BEEN GRANTED BY 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE, AND IN ELECTRONIC MEDIA 
FOR ERIC COLLECTION SUBSCRIBERS ONLY. 
HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 




PERMISSION TO REPRODUCE AND 
DISSEMINATE THIS MATERIAL IN 
MICROFICHE ONLY HAS BEEN GRANTED BY 










£ 












TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 




TO THE EDUCATIONAL RESOURCES 
INFORMATION CENTER (ERIC) 


1 




2A 




2B 


Level 1 


Level 2A 


Level 2B 






Check here for Level 1 release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 2A release, permitting reproduction Check here for Level 28 release, permitting 

and dissemination in microfiche or other ERIC archival and dissemination in microfiche and in electronic media reproduction and dissemlnaUon in microfiche only 

media (e.g., electronic) and paper copy. for ERIC archival collection subscribers only 

Documents will be processed as indicated provided reproduction quality permits. 

If pemnission to reproduce is granted, but no box is checked, documents will be processed at Level 1 . 



Sign 

here,-^ 

please 

er|c 



/ hereby grant to the Educational Resources Information Center (ERIC) nonexclusive permission to reproduce and disseminate this document 
as indicated above. Reproduction from the ERIC microfiche or electronic media by persons other than ERIC employees and its system 
contractors requires permission from the copyright holder. Exception is made for mn-profit reproduction by libraries and other service agertcies 
to satisfy Infonnation needs of educators in response to discrete inquiries. 



Signature 









Printed Name/Positionn‘ltle: 



Cc 









t-Mait Address:^ / i/ ^ 

n c>l/ $ . 



FAX: 












(over) 



III. DOCUMENT AVAILABILITY INFORMATION (FROM NON-ERIC SOURCE): 

If psrmission to roproduco is not grantod to ERIC, or, if you wish ERIC to cita tha availability of tha documant from anothar sourca, plaasa 
provida tha following information ragarding tha availability of tha documant. (ERIC will not announca a documant unlass it is publicly 
available, and a dependable source can be specified. Contributors should also be aware that ERIC selection criteria are significantly more 
stringent for documents that cannot be made available through EDRS.) 




IV. REFERRAL OF ERIC TO COPYRIGHT/REPRODUCTION RIGHTS HOLDER: 

If the right to grant this reproduction release is held by someone other than the addressee, please provide the appropriate name and 
address: 




V. WHERE TO SEND THIS FORM: 



Send this form to the following ERIC Clearinghouse: 









ERIC/REC 
2805 E. Tenth Street 



Smith Research Center, 150 
Indiana University 
Bloomington, IN 47408 



However, if solicited by the ERIC Facility, or if making an unsolicited contribution to ERIC, return this form (and the document beina 
contributed) to; 



ERIC Prxi cebs ii iy dnd ~Re fe r e n ce Fac il i t y 
1 lO O - Wubt SUcct, g"" rioo i 
Laurel, Ma r y l a n d 20707 - 35 96 



Teleptruiiu. 30i-497-408(y 



^f W( T 00 1 - 9 53 - 02 0 3 



-e- ma ll i o ricfacQInete tLgov 

^ - WWW: h tt prf / eric fae. pl eca rd .c s c.c om 

ERiCs (Rev. 9/97) 

“““OUS VERSIONS OF THIS FORM ARE OBSOLETE. 



